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Purpose: To examine the l inks between the core beliefs a leader holds about learning and knowing 
(called epistemological beliefs) and how they go about leading an organisation. 
Design: We interviewed 15 directors in centre-based child care organisations about how they 
viewed learning and knowing in their leadership role.  
Findings: What we found in these interviews were that the directors who indicated transformational 
leadership behaviours also thought that staff learning and knowing should be active, meaningful and 
evidenced-based. This means that they viewed knowledge as evolving, tentative and needing to be 
critiqued and evaluated in the light of evidence (known as evaluativism in epistemological belief 
jargon).  Conversely, the director with transactional beliefs about leadership clearly demonstrated 
beliefs that knowledge was about his own “truths’ or black and white facts that could be transmitted 
to others (known as objectivism).  
Value & Practical Implications: While it may be useful to reflect on the connections between core 
beliefs about knowing and learning and transformational leadership practice, a more important task 
for the field is how such leaders might be nurtured. 
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Quotes: Research and theory associated with beliefs about learning and knowing offers the field of 
leadership a new and exciting way to think about how to promote effective, transformational leaders 
and may in the long-term help us to rethink how we go about training leaders for organisational 
change.
 Learning and leading:  
 How beliefs about learning can be used to promote effective leadership 
Currently leadership research and theorising have a focus on interrelationships with staff in 
organisations. In this context, effective leaders could be described as transformational because of 
how they are able to support staff emotionally to perform above and beyond what might normally 
be expected. The use of positive feedback by transformational leaders encourages new and unusual 
ideas to be developed.  These leaders, while also being highly motivated to achieve the goals of the 
organisation, are likely to value their staff (Bass, 1985) and encourage them to engage in deep 
approaches to work-place learning. Deep learning requires staff to be actively involved in 
constructing their own meaning, by making connections with the new information and their prior 
knowledge, rather than having it transmitted to them from “above”. This approach to learning is 
similar to double-loop learning (see Argyris 1992), where underlying values are challenged. There 
are some clear benefits to deep or double-loop learning in the workplace.  First, staff are more likely 
to engage in approaches to learning that will promote creativity and critical analysis. We know that 
that very essence of creativity is the capacity to see unique connections between seemingly 
unrelated ideas.  Second, active learners in the workplace are more intrinsically motivated, engaged 
and committed to goals, which provides obvious benefits for the organisation as a whole in terms of 
productivity. In times of change, organisations may be better served by building transformational 
leadership skills in senior and middle managers.   
While transformational leaders are concerned about efficiency and the reaching the organisations’ 
goals, they do so with a focus on supporting staff emotionally and intellectually. Transactional 
leaders, on the other hand, accentuate efficiency in the organisation by using negative feedback to 
bring any aberrant behaviour back to pre-determined standards (see Stacey 2001). Transactional 
leaders transmit information to staff in the pursuit of goals, and rewards are offered for successful 
attainment of these goals. This is similar to surface, or single loop (Argyris, 1992), approaches to 
learning because there is no encouragement to challenge or construct personal meaning, only to 
receive what has already been pre-conceived and delivered by the leader. Transactional leaders are 
more interested in what they think needs to occur in the organisation, rather than using a 
collaborative approach to determining goals. This leaves very little room for staff to be engaged, 
motivated and learn in a way that promotes meaningful outcomes and creativity.  It should be 
acknowledged, though, that transactional leadership is useful for maintaining predictability in 
organisations operating in relatively stable environments.   
Training for the development of transactional leadership may be supported by what Mezirow (2000) 
calls instrumental learning.  Instrumental learning involves learning to manoeuvre and control the 
environment and other people.  Alternatively, transformational leadership may be best developed 
through communicative and emancipatory learning (Mezirow, 2000).  These approaches are likely 
to be appropriate for training and developing transformational leadership because communicative 
learning facilitates understanding the inner world of others while emancipatory learning aims to 
change the basic frames of reference of individuals. Frames of reference are those deep-seated 
underlying values and beliefs that guide, shape and dictate our everyday attitudes and behaviours 
(Argyris, 1992). Our current research into transformational leadership is specifically interested in 
these frames of reference, in particular the core beliefs individuals hold about knowing and 
learning, known as personal epistemology.  
We have recently completed some research that shows that there are links between the core beliefs a 
leader holds about learning and knowing (called epistemological beliefs) and how they go about 
leading an organisation (see also Tickle, Brownlee & Nailon, 2005). We asked 15 directors in 
centre-based child care organisations to tell us about how they viewed learning and knowing in their 
leadership role. What we found in these interviews were that the directors who indicated 
transformational leadership behaviours also thought that staff learning and knowing should be 
active, meaningful and evidenced-based. This means that they viewed knowledge as evolving, 
tentative and needing to be critiqued and evaluated in the light of evidence (known as evaluativism 
in epistemological belief jargon).  Conversely, the director with transactional beliefs about 
leadership clearly demonstrated beliefs that knowledge was about his own “truths’ or black and 
white facts that could be transmitted to others (known as objectivism).  
While it may be useful to reflect on the connections between core beliefs about knowing and 
learning and transformational leadership practice, a more important task for the field is how such 
leaders might be nurtured. It seems that at a very basic level, transformational leadership beliefs 
may be the result of a mind shift from transmitter of knowledge to constructor of knowledge which 
means relinquishing some power and trusting in staff to find creative solutions to problems. We 
know that fertile ground for changing these beliefs involves individuals being challenged to 
explicitly reflect on their core beliefs about knowing and learning within trusting, respectful, 
learning environments.  
Table 1 is an overview of approaches to promoting shifts in frames of reference for transformational 
leadership. It summarises an approach to training, mentoring and leadership development that 
focuses on developing trust, situating learning in personal experiences and deep approaches to 
learning. It reflects the use of communicative and emancipatory learning and utilises Delahaye’s 
(2000) training model to do this.  The approach encourages leaders, and potential leaders to 
critically reflect on how their epistemological beliefs actually help or hinder the creative process in 
organisational learning.  Mezirow (2000) believes that critical reflection encourages premise 
reflection, where the individual discerningly examines the very foundations and justifications of her 
beliefs, thereby engaging in emancipatory learning and transforming basic beliefs and values. By 
incorporating this into a training program it may be possible to promote a shift in thinking about 
knowing and learning thereby supporting an underlying shift in the leaders’ frame of reference 
about leadership. 
 
Table 1. A model for transformational leadership training (adapted from Brownlee, 2000, Baxter 
Magolda, 1993a & Delahaye, 2000) 
 
Themes of  
transformational 
leadership 
Necessary characteristics of leadership training  Related training strategies 
Trust,  respect 
 
Learning environment free from threat; free to make 
mistakes e.g., small group/individual  discussions 
designed to challenge and nurture 
Discussion, case study or role play with 
a focus on inter and intrapersonal 
relationships 
 
Situating learning in 
personal  experiences 
 
Participants see themselves and their  staff as 
constructors of knowledge; help participants to make 
links to prior knowledge (deep  learning) e.g., constant 
reflection on epistemological beliefs grounded in 
participants’ practical and personal experiences; 
encourage use of journals and discussions to construct 
their own views 
 
Experiential learning or mentoring or 
problem-based learning with a focus on 
task, relationship and critical thinking  
Deep approaches in 
learning 
(A) collaborate with their peers/mentor to gain access to 
other people’s viewpoints 
(B) discussion formats in training rather than 
transmission-based learning environments. 
(C) use of both personal and theoretical dimensions of 
learning to develop core beliefs about knowing e.g., 
continual requirement to reflect on personal 
epistemological beliefs throughout training/mentoring 
( D) facilitator/mentor makes explicit core beliefs about 
knowing underpinning leadership courses/mentor 
programs 
(E) facilitator/mentor models constructivist beliefs e.g., 
facilitator/mentor  thinks out loud about own 
epistemological beliefs 
(F) facilitator/mentor needs also to hold sophisticated 
core beliefs about knowing. This helps to move away 
from leader-centred control of learning environment e.g., 
share authority in discussions; participants direct some 
discussions - the discussions should be a joint 
construction with the facilitator/mentor co-learning with 
participants. 
(G) reconstructions of beliefs - leaders challenged to see 
the inadequacy of their beliefs for organisational 
learning; assist participants to see how these newly 
acquired beliefs are helpful for promoting better learning 
outcomes in staff  
 
Choice of: 
• Experiential learning or mentoring 
or problem-based learning with a 
focus on task, relationship and 
critical thinking, or  
• Contract learning and action 
learning with a focus on critical 
thinking and meta-abilities  
 
Research and theory associated with beliefs about learning and knowing offers the field of 
leadership a new and exciting way to think about how to promote effective, transformational leaders 
and may in the long-term help us to rethink how we go about training leaders for organisational 
change. Using appropriate learning processes, individuals can be encouraged to critically reflect on 
their deep held beliefs and values and, should they wish, to change their frames of reference. Such 
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